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Abstract
In an increasingly globalized environment where the number of trilingual people is growing in the Basque Autonomous 
Community, a noticeable increase of the production of expositive-argumentative texts written in Basque is taking place over the 
last decades. The Basque language itself is having an adaptation process pointing at improving its communicative efficiency in
that kind of texts, in concurrence with powerful languages like Spanish/French and English. The order of the elements in Basque 
sentences, in which the phenomenon called back-burden occurs, is one of the aspects in evolution (Maia, 2014). 
In that environment, this article presents some results of a research about the element-order of the sentences in Euskara, in which 
linguistic behaviour of speakers belonging to two groups of different characteristics is analysed. The outcomes confirm, on the 
one hand, some tendency towards an increased back-burden in Basque sentences in both groups, and, on the other hand, are 
consistent with the assumption that evolution is in a less advanced stage in the case of the young university students analysed 
when compared with the group of experts having the highest proficiency. 
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1. The theoretical framework
As a general feature of the sociolinguistic environment we point out that globalization has brought about a rising 
of the importance of English as a lingua franca, and the attached increasing of plurilingualism in a growing number 
of individuals, especially through the action of the educational system (Cenoz & Jessner, 2000; Crystal, 2004; 
Guasch, 2007; Gobierno Vasco, 2010a, 2010b).
In a particular plane, it is worth noting that within the framework of language policies deployed in the Basque 
Autonomous Community and less so in Navarre, the Basque language is going through a process of normalization 
and revitalization that has brought about a higher use of the language in formal settings, where the Euskara had 
developed a relatively small tradition until the twentieth century (Euskaltzaindia, 1977; Gobierno Vasco, 2012; 
UPV-EHU 2013, 2015). In that context, as the use of the Basque language in expositive and argumentative texts has 
increased, some difficulties in the development of a communicatively efficient written prose have appeared.
Thus, for instance, the following of some guidelines about the order of the elements in Basque sentences 
prevailing during the twentieth century has caused the effect called “rear burden” or “back burden” (Esnal & 
Zubimendi, 1993)†. By the term “rear burden” in this context we mean the effect that occurs when some key 
elements for correct processing of the message (e.g. the verb) are pushed towards the end of the sentence, thus 
delaying and making more difficult the comprehension of the message by the receiver. In written texts this onerous 
tendency often forces the reader to re-read passages of a text to correctly understand it. In fact, the development of 
the prose according to the so-called idealistic-idiosyncratic model pattern often leads to this difficulty (Maia & 
Larrea, 2012; Maia, 2014). Faced to this communicative problem, nowadays some authors and various proposals 
may be found that advocate a reducing of the negative incidence of the rear-burden (Alberdi & Sarasola, 2001; 
Hidalgo, 2002; IVAP, 2005; Berria, 2006; Kaltzakorta, 2007, 2012; Aristegieta, 2009, 2012; Esnal, 2009; 
Euskaltzaindia-Esnal, 2011; Amuriza, 2010, 2012; Agirre, 2013…). So, from having been deemed as an explicit 
syntactic differentiator of the Basque language to be promoted and fostered, the rear-burden is coming to be 
considered in terms of the effects it has at the communicative level, while it is losing weight at its symbolic and 
ideological aspect.
In this setting, the research work we are presenting provides data about the criteria held by two groups of users of 
Basque with significantly different characteristics: a group of university professors of the highest proficiency in the 
field of logical-discursive prose and a group of university students of Primary Education Degree. The collaboration 
offered by these two groups has allowed us to obtain information on aspects such as their correctness criteria about 
the rear-burden, the preferences they show on the best element-order in the sentence, and the reasons behind their 
preferences and choices.  
To illustrate the phenomenon of the rear-burden, we show a hypothetic (and approximate) example in English and 
Spanish, translated from a real example of use in Basque. In the following pairs of sentences (1) and (2) their 
components are in both cases the same but they are placed in two different orders; thus, in the sentences numbered 
(2) the rear-burden is heavier than in the sentences numbered (1), and that happens due to the position of the verb of 
the main sentence (in bold letters), which comes later in the sentences (2):
(1) [ I will ask all readers]1 [not to leave the book]2 [until they know]3 [that everything ends well]4.
(2) [that everything ends well]4 [until they know]3 [not to leave the book]2 [ I will ask all readers]1.
These sentences roughly correspond to the following ones in Basque: 
(1) [Irakurle guztiei eskatuko diet]1 [liburua ez uzteko]2 [jakin arte]3 [dena ongi amaitzen dela]4.
(2) [dena ongi amaitzen dela]4 [jakin arte]3 [liburua ez uzteko]2 [irakurle guztiei eskatuko diet]1.
Finally, the corresponding sentences in Spanish would be the following:
(1) [Rogaré a todos los lectores]1 [que no dejen el libro]2 [hasta saber]3 [que todo termina bien]4.
(2) [Que todo termina bien]4 [hasta saber]3 [que no dejen el libro]2 [a todos los lectores rogaré]1
†
The original term in Basque is “atzerakarga”, what means “the burden put at the rear or final part” (of the sentence)
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2. The research work
The research work was carried out through the completion of three different tasks. We show these tasks 
separately but paying overall and special attention to the relations among them and the issue as a whole.
Two different groups of users of the Basque language collaborated in our research. Their features as users of the 
language were quite dissimilar. One of the groups was constituted by 8 scholars having the highest proficiency in 
dealing with expositive and argumentative texts; we will call them “experts”. This group took part in the completion 
of the first two tasks we are going to explain later on. The other group consisted of a much larger number of students 
of the Primary Education Degree of the academic year 2011-2012, coming from the three campus of the University 
of the Basque Country (Bilbo-Bilbao, Vitoria-Gasteiz and Donostia-San Sebastián). Importantly, it was not intended 
to compare the two groups statistically as balanced and representative samples extracted from two so-supposed 
statistical universes. The basic function of the small group of experts was to provide a first indicative reference 
aimed at detecting the presence of divergent views from those held by the group of students as a whole, regarding 
the order of the elements considered correct and/or preferable.
The three research tasks carried out were about the following research topics:
2.1) one of them was about criteria on correctness in a set of sentences; 
2.2) another one was devoted to learn about the graduation of the preferences in the order of the elements of the 
sentence, by choosing one among three options;
2.3) the third one was related to choosing between two different orders of the elements of the sentence, as well as 
seeking the reasons for the choice.
The sentences to be analyzed were selected according to the following criteria: 1) they should be sentences 
actually used in Basque; 2) they should have some length, because the issue/problem of the rear-burden manifests 
itself most noticeably in relatively long sentences; 3) they should allow a comparison with alternative orders 
proposed by various experts (see Maia, 2014). 
Over the next paragraphs we summarize the main features and outcomes provided by each one of the research 
activities.
2.1. Correction criteria in a set of sentences
2.1.1. Hypothesis
1) The group of experts as well as the sample of students will show a certain trend towards increasing the rear-
burden in the whole set of sentences;
2) that tendency will be greater in the case of young university students than in the group of experts.
2.1.2. The respondents
The respondents consisted of two differing groups: on the one hand, we had 8 experts (with the restraints we have 
pointed out previously); on the other, there was a group of 212 students of the first year of the Primary Education 
Degree, belonging to the three Teacher Training Colleges of the University of the Basque Country during the 
academic year 2011/2012 (they represent the 41% of the total amount of students enrolled in that year and university 
degree).
2.1.3. The task completed by the respondents
About 60 items to be analyzed were presented to both groups of respondents in a set of 55 sentences. The 
elements in these sentences were organized with a minimum back-burden, and the respondents were asked to correct 
the sentences if they deemed inacceptable the sequence/order of the elements provided in the original sentence. Each 
answer was given a value between 0 and 1, this score depending on the grade of rear-burden proposed by the 
respondents through the correction of the sentences (0 was the value assigned when the order of the elements 
showed the minimal back-burden, whilst the item scored 1 if the correction made had the heaviest back-burden); 
then, these values were added up and that final result was used to draw the general index of the tendency towards 
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increasing the back-burden. That index was drawn by dividing that final value into the total number of items 
presented for analysis.
2.1.4. Outcomes
The small group of experts presented a tendency towards an increased back-burden estimated at 17%, whilst in 
the sample of university students this tendency grew up to 61%. The difference is more than 40%, and seems to be 
really significant.
As to the profile of the respondents facing the items studied we point out the following: 1) the student more 
“tolerant” to a low/light back-burden corrected an 8% of the items presented, whilst the one who corrected most 
low-burdened sentences did so in the 90% of the sentences; 2) among the experts, the most tolerant of them accepted 
all the items with no changes at all (which means 0% in the tendency to increasing the back-burden), and the one 
who most corrected did so in the 42% of the cases.
2.1.5. Conclusions and reflections
As a whole, both groups of users analyzed show some trend towards correcting the order of the elements initially 
provided. This tendency is towards an increase of the rear-burden. However, we deem highly significant the 
difference shown by the two groups of respondents towards correcting sentences with a low rear-burden. The group 
of experts shows a much lower tendency to increasing the rear-burden of the sentences than the group of young 
university students.
The range of responses seems to reflect a lack of common settled criteria about the correct order of the elements 
in the kind of sentences analyzed in this work. This absence of commonly accepted criteria might be due to different 
(and maybe complementary) reasons: on the one hand, we have got the normalization process of Basque in general, 
with this language nowadays being used most commonly in some formal settings and the attached necessity to adapt 
to these news domains of use; on the other hand, more specifically, taking into account some opinions and proposals 
that have been published, this tendency may be brought about because of the evolution and change that might be 
happening in the issue of the development of the logical-discursive prose in Basque.  
Finally, the data gathered through this research work are compatible and consistent with the idea of an evolution 
that would be taking place starting from the “idealistic-idiosyncratic model” for Basque prose developing and going 
towards the approach that has been called the “progressive and balanced adaptation model” (Maia, 2014). 
2.2. Preferences about the order of the elements, among 3 options
2.2.1. The research questions
1) Is there a preference for the order of the elements with a higher back-burden?
2) How high is that tendency in the two different groups of respondents?
2.2.2. Methodology of data collecting and processing 
The respondents. We had the collaboration of two groups of respondents: 1) the same group of 8 experts already 
mentioned; 2) a quite large set of 187 university students enrolled at the first year of the Primary Education Degree 
at the University of the Basque Country (UPV-EHU) during the academic year 2011/2012.
The items analyzed and analysis procedure. After having chosen 24 sentences, their elements were organized in 
three different orders (that means 3 different degrees of back-burden) and the respondents were asked to classify the 
sentences depending on the degree of preference for either alternative.
2.2.3. Outcomes
Of the 24 items studied, the group of experts was unanimous opting for the slightest rear-burden in 21% of the 
items; the 87.5% of the experts agreed on the lowest rear burden in 17% of the items; 75% of the experts chose the 
rear burden reduced in 63% of the items.
In the case of the students the data are noticeably different: no item in its version with the minimum rear burden 
has been preferred even by half of the students. 
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Regarding the profile of the respondents, two experts (25% of the sample) tend to reduce the rear burden to its 
minimal expression in more than 90% of the cases. In contrast, the individual of the group of students who opts for 
the most reduced rear burden shows that behaviour in 83% of the cases. 
In the group of experts, the person who most tend to organize the elements of the sentence with a non-minimal 
rear burden do so in 54% of the items considered for study. In contrast, in the group of students there are 6 members 
who reject all the sequences having a reduced rear burden.
The 45% of the experts organize the elements exactly according to the progression of their rear burden from 
lowest to highest; in contrast, only 6% of the students show this very tendency.
2.2.4. Interpretation and reflection
The data consistently indicate the existence of different criteria to organize the elements of the sentence in each 
one of the groups. This research task shows again that the group of students presents a higher tendency to choose 
word-orders with a higher rear burden.
Nevertheless, it must be reminded that the sample of experts does not statistically represent a hypothetic general 
group of users of Basque being older and having a higher mastery in the use of logical-discursive prose. However, 
their results do show positively the existence of criteria to organize the elements of the sentence that differ from 
those proposed by the “idealistic-idiosyncratic model” (Maia, 2014).
2.3. Election of one out of two orders and reasons for the choice
2.3.1. Research questions
1) Does the sample of students prefer the order with a heavier rear burden, or with a slighter one? 
2) Which are the reasons to justify the elected option?
2.3.2. Methodology of data collection and treatment
The sentences analyzed. 25 sentences were analyzed, with their elements put in two different ways, so having 
each one of them a different rear burden.
The sample of respondents. The group of experts didn’t take part in this third research activity; it was carried out 
only by a group of students. The set of sentences to be analyzed was administered to a group of 172 students 
enrolled in the first year of Primary Education Degree in 2011/2012. This sample represents a 30% of the total 
amount of students fulfilling the features required (a total amount of 571 students were enrolled meeting the 
conditions required).
The task to be developed consisted of two parts for each one of the sentences analyzed: on the one hand there was
a question about the preferences between the two alternatives originally presented, and on the other hand we wanted 
to collect information about the reasons for the election made. 
2.3.3. Outcomes
Two types of data have been collected: some about the preferences in the order of the elements, and some others 
about the reasons for the election made.
As to the preferences in the order of the elements we point out the following:
a) 77% of the responses show preference for the order with a higher rear burden; 8% prefer the option with the 
slight rear burden; 10% of the respondents think both alternatives are equally valid; 5% consider unsuitable the two 
organizations provided for the task; 
b) differences among items: the item for which the highest rear burden is proposed goes up to 93% of the replies; 
the one that gets the slightest rear burden is considered so by the 26% of the respondents; more than 75% of the 
respondents show their preference for the most rear-burdened items in 72% of the items; 
c) differences in the respondents’ profiles: the one who shows the highest tendency towards a heavy rear burden 
does so in all the items analyzed (100%); even the person who shows the lowest trend towards an increased rear 
burden prefers the most rear-burdened option in 12 out of the 25 items analyzed.
About the reasons for the choice, we highlight the following results:
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a) the most frequently mentioned reason was given by 28% of the students; the reason was formulated this way: 
“because in Basque the verb goes in the end”;
b) some other highly chosen reasons were the following: i)“because this is better Basque language” (23% of the 
answers); ii) “because the alternative organization of the sentence is not accurate” (21% of the replies); finally, some 
other reasons that weren’t explicitly foreseen on the questionnaire took only 3% of the responses.
2.3.4. Conclusions
Again there has been a strong preference for the order of the elements that generates a heavier rear burden; the 
percentages found have been really noticeable.
As for the reasons given to justify the selected option, it is hardly surprising the supremacy of the response that 
may be considered canonical dominant over the past half century; in fact, that answer would correspond to a 
characteristic formulation of the "idealist-idiosyncratic model", the one prevailing over the twentieth century.
3. General conclusions and reflections
As a whole, the data collected through this investigation aim at the younger and less expert group of students as 
having a higher tendency in favor of the rear burden in Basque sentences, what is compatible and coherent with the 
basic hypothesis of an evolution taking place in the Basque logical-discursive prose that tends to a reduction of the 
rear burden in that kind of texts (Maia & Larrea, 2013; Maia, 2014). We suggest that a higher familiarity and even 
mastery of the group of experts on the use of the kind of texts studied in this work may influence in a determinant 
way on their higher receptivity or tendency towards proposals with a slighter rear burden.
In this sense, in our view it would be desirable that this tendency that has been found among the users with the 
highest expertise would extend in a wider degree among all the professionals of the language, in order to provide the 
Basque language with the most suitable resources for competing communicatively in an increasingly multilingual 
environment.
We believe that the features of the languages that configure this context having an intense contact with Basque 
(Castilian/French and English) will push for this displacement to continue to happen. We point out the relevance of 
two factors influencing on the future evolution in this issue: the rise of the real use of expositive and argumentative 
texts in Basque, and the growth of the tri-/plurilingualism as a common feature in an increasing number of 
individuals in the Basque society.
The fact that the group of students analyzed in this work is enrolled in the university degree of Primary Education 
Teacher and constitutes a representative sample of its universe of future teachers hints about ideas considered 
exemplary by this group as to the order of the elements of the sentence in Euskara. They show a noticeable trend to 
prefer some phrase-orders with a limited communicative efficiency, and that makes us think again about the 
importance of teacher training in general as well as on the necessity to introduce innovative tendencies in the light of 
progress occurring in the field of research.
As a final remark, we would point out that the data obtained invite to think that, although every language is 
evolving all the time, in the case of the Basque language these changes are occurring in a more accelerated way, due 
to the urgent adaptation of Euskara to new communicative settings in which it had been scarcely used until very 
recent times.
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